Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 29

Issue 3

Article 10

July 1996

Paradigm Shifts: Let's Take the "Mini" Out of the Mini-Lesson!
JoAnn Delmar

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Delmar, JoAnn (1996) "Paradigm Shifts: Let's Take the "Mini" Out of the Mini-Lesson!," Michigan Reading
Journal: Vol. 29 : Iss. 3 , Article 10.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol29/iss3/10

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Paradigm Shifts: Let's Take
the "Mini1' Out of the Mini-Lesson!
POINT OF VIEW BY JOANN

DELMAR

ideas and hold off on corrections until
later. Then every few weeks, each student chooses a favorite piece from his or
her folder to revise and polish for publication and a grade. Students work on
revising in pairs or groups, consulting
with classroom editing "experts". Before
the editing session, the teacher chooses
one element he or she considers most
needed in the students' work and teaches a focused mini-lesson on it.
Sounds simple, doesn't it? Yet, I could
not always make it work in my classroom. It almost always took longer than
five to ten minutes to complete a lesson
or demonstration. Sometimes, it took
five to ten minutes to settle students into
a situation where they were ready to
learn. Other times, the focus of my lesson changed mid-stream.
"Today students, we are going to
learn how to use adjectives to make our
writing more descriptive."
"What's an adjective?"
"Words that describe a noun."
"What's a.noun?"
"Nouns are persons, places, things or
ideas." I start.to waver a bit, but I plunge
on.
"First, we will find and underline the
nouns in the writing sample I've displayed on the overhead. Then, we'll use
adjectives to describe the nouns."
"What's a noun again?"
Those of you who have had this experience know how this feels. For the rest
of the class period we worked on recognizing nouns in our writing. The students
did not write that day and I was left feeling guilty. Why weren't mini-lessons
working for me? If the lesson wasn't

Some years ago, when I began teaching, I enthusiastically embraced an
approach to literacy which offered a
supportive and tolerant atmosphere for
students to learn to read and write. My
classroom provided a print-rich environment which exposed students to a wide
range of literature. I read aloud daily.
Students self-selected their own reading
materials. They wrote about topics they .
chose, preferably about what they know.
Extended time was set aside for independent reading and writing, providing
opportunities for student growth.
Modeling my own reading and writing
processes, I found, was an effective
teaching tool. I even attempted one-toone conferences and portfolios.
"My students are more motivated to
read and write," I enthusiastically told
fell ow language arts teachers.
"Yes, but ... does this mean that nowadays teachers don't teach?" they asked.
"Of course not," I replied. "Skills,
strategies, and modeling are taught within the context of the text, by way of the
mini-lesson"
The mini-lesson, I explained, involves
direct instruction through whole class
demonstrations. usually using the overhead projector. Mini-lessons also occur
one-to-one when the teacher conferences with the student. Typically, a minilesson lasts five to ten minutes. Most
mini-lessons come from the context of
the students' reading and writing and
allows opportunities for student participation and practice.
Using a writing workshop approach,
the teacher stresses that in the journals
and first drafts, students should focus on
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short in duration and students weren't
allowed ample time to read and write,
my teaching practices must somehow be
deficient. At that time everything I read
seemed to say, "You have to go for volume first, ask any writer. They produce
reams of stuff they don't use." Was "volume" more important than allowing adequate teaching time for skills and strategies?
Then it happened. Parents complained that their children couldn't read
or write as well as older brothers and
sisters. Reading scores were reported as
dropping in certain parts of the nation,
especially in inner-city elementary
schools. Recently, the debate over the
role of phonics in reading instruction
has caught fire. The words "back-tobasics" have gained increased political
favor.
Most teachers I work with have experienced the poor writing that results
from students not being held to standards. Simply letting students write and
write and write until they realize their
writing is unsatisfactory has not produced writers who want to improve.
Many of our students are still not able to
get past the rough draft stage.
Allowing students to chose their own
reading materials is a vital part of a good
language arts program. However, selfselection can limit the kind of reading
instruction students receive, which
sometimes translates into no instruction
at all.
Today, my teaching practices reflect a
more balanced approach to teaching
reading and writing. This is not to say
that I have returned to teaching reading
and writing as sets of isolated skills. On
the contrary, I think of literacy in terms
of community building. In order to construct meaning, the reader or writer
must take an active role and this role is
inherently social in nature. When students try to make sense of text, they do
so in discussion groups. As they read the
MI C HI GAN R EADING J OURNA L

story or share their writing, they discuss
it and argue about what it means in
group settings. My role in the classroom
is one of more knowledgeable other.
How I structure the lessons and talk provides an important basis for the kind of
literate thinking that is encouraged and
valued.
Class lessons are no longer minilessons. I even cringe a bit when I hear
the word "mini" lessons, since it often
equates into less instruction. Some may
argue the mini-lesson was not intended
for all instructional situations. Good
teachers know when a mini-lesson is
appropriate and when a longer lesson is
absolutely necessary. Yet the word and
its related concepts generically appear
in many of the books and articles I read.
Preaching about the universal value of
mini-lessons is also an all-too-common
practice of many workshop presenters.
Here's a list of what I would like to
read or hear more often:
• Teach a "good, solid" mini-lesson on a
concept or set of concepts.
• Work slowly through a mini-lesson
until you are sure students grasp concepts and how they are applied.
• Take ample time to evaluate students'
prior knowledge before beginning a
mini-lesson.
• Mini-lessons should have a fifteen
minute lesson minimum and sometimes last forty-five minutes.
• Some lessons may take three or more
class periods to complete.
• Vary the length of lesson according to
what it takes to adequately teach the
target concept(s).
• Teach some lessons all year long: the
kids need it.
Granted, there are times when a short
lesson is appropriate. It is not the length
I question, but the use of the word
"mini" when it is applied to some heavyduty understandings that young writers
really need to know. As educators, we
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If you have any ideas for a Paradigm
Shifts column, contact Mark or Carmen
at Michigan State University, 509
Erickson Hall, East Lansing, Michigan
48823.

need to think about the role mini-lessons
play in our classroom. In my classroom
it is not the only adjective available to
describe my methods of literacy instruction. Less, in the case of reading and
writing, is not always more.
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